































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































67	The	 shift	 to	 television	 is	part	of	 a	wider	 global	 trend.	Nairobi-based	 female	 filmmaker	Wanuri	































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































119	She	 first	 compared	herself	 to	a	 friend	making	very	 short	 funny	animations	of	 a	Kenyan	police	
officer	that	he	then	sells,	before	further	comparing	her	approach	to	that	of	Nairobi-based	animator	
Andrew	Kaggia,	 and	 specifically	 his	 short	 film	Wageuzi:	Battle	2012	 (2011).	 The	 film	 reimagines	
prominent	 Kenyan	 politicians	 as	 Transformers	 on	 a	 literal	 race	 through	 Nairobi	 to	 win	 the	
presidential	election.	The	film	was	a	passion	project	–	he	wanted	to	contribute	to	changing	Kenyan	
voting	culture	in	the	wake	of	the	2007/2008	post-election	violence	–	and	he	quit	his	job	to	devote	
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































128	There	 are	 attempts	 to	 change	 this	 imbalance	 in	world	 cinema	 studies.	 Film	 scholar	 Eleftheria	
Thanouli,	for	instance,	draws	on	Prendergast’s	arguments	about	world	literature,	to	advocate	for	a	




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































Elite	 or	 cinephile	 audiences	 are	 even	 more	 susceptible	 to	 such	 semiotic	
realignments	 than	 other	 audience	 segments:	 the	 ‘high’	 modes	 of	
distribution	with	which	film	scholars	are	familiar	(i.e.	museum,	gallery	and	




























































































































































































When	 I	 got	 an	 opportunity	 to	 produce	 Stories	 of	 Our	 Lives	 it	 was	 like	 a	
dream	come	 true.	Because	 I've	always	wanted	 to	 tell	 stories	 that	open	up	
dialogue	[about	taboo	subjects]…	so	I	thought	finally	we're	going	to	show	a	








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																		
tipped	towards	like	anxiety	and	heart-attacks	and	not	knowing	where	your	next	meal	is	coming	
from,	like	that	kind	of	really	basic	grind”	(Interview	2015).		
179	See	also	Harkness	(2014)	for	a	discussion	of	hustling	in	relation	to	the	Chicago	rap	music	scene.		
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term	‘hustle’	is	a	creative	practice	where	individual	actors	make	use	of	their	
various	skills	to	achieve	their	goals,	though	the	goals,	skills,	and	legal	context	of	
each	hustle	may	differ.		
	 Turning	specifically	to	the	context	of	Nairobi,	‘hustling’	tends	to	be	used	to	
describe	individuals	working	within	the	context	of	Nairobi’s	informal	labour	
markets	(Farrell	2015;	Thieme	2013;	Thieme	2015;	Thieme	2017;	Wasike	2011),	
and	“in	Nairobi,	the	term	‘hustle’	(used	from	English	and	not	in	translation)	has	
become	folded	into	the	‘creolized	argot’	(Comaroff	and	Comaroff,	2005)	of	Sheng,	a	
combination	of	Swahili,	English,	and	neighbourhood-based	badinage”	(Thieme	
2017,	11).	While	the	discussion	of	hustling	by	these	scholars	focuses	on	life	in	
‘ghettos,’	“hustling	transcends	class	and	geography	and	in	the	city	almost	everyone	
hustles	for	something”	(Farrell	2015,	218).	Hustling	is	a	mode	of	working	where	
individuals	must	entrepreneurially	seek	out	their	own	opportunities,	and	these	
individual	can	come	from	all	social	classes.	Thus	the	labour	of	both	Nairobi-based	
female	filmmakers	and	workers	in	informal	settlements	can	be	seen	through	the	
lens	of	hustling.		
	 As	Berg	and	Penley’s	work	has	shown,	hustling	can	also	be	viewed	as	both	a	
symptom	and	an	opportunity.	In	the	Nairobi	context,	for	example,	Thieme	analyses	
the	“hustle	economy”	of	waste	management	in	Mathare,	an	urban	informal	
settlement	(2013).	In	the	1990s,	the	government’s	failure	to	collect	the	trash,	and	
ever	increasing	unemployment,	led	to	a	situation	where	youths	realised	“trash	was	
everywhere”	and	that	“waste	could	be	gold”	(Thieme	2013,	394)	if	they	formed	
businesses	to	collect	it,	which	they	did.	Thus,	trash	was	“both	a	problem	and	an	
opportunity”	(Thieme	2013,	394).	Essentially,	in	the	context	of	a	complete	lack	of	
attention	from	the	state,	youths	organised	themselves	and	solved	their	own	
problems,	thus	‘turning	waste	into	gold.’	Thieme	sees	hustling	as	a	productive	and	
calculated	choice	where	youth	focused	on	obtaining	“work	that	fit	their	terms”	
(2013,	397).180	Like	youths	in	Mathare,	those	in	the	informal	settlement	of	Kibera	
also	“took	pride	in	finding	ways	to	move	through	informality—an	action	they	refer	
to	colloquially	as	‘hustling’”	(Farrell	2015,	53).	In	this	case,	they	strategically	
																																								 																					
180	Literature	scholar	Bhekizizwe	Peterson	describes	a	similar	story	in	South	Africa	where	kwaito	
artists	hustle	as	a	way	of	reclaiming	their	agency	and	succeeding	on	their	own	terms	(2003,	210).	
	
	
	
	
202	
manipulated	the	many	NGOs	operating	in	Kibera	for	their	own	material	benefit.	
Amongst	the	many	different	forms	of	hustling,	“the	only	universal	in	hustling	was	
that	someone	was	getting	money	for	a	kind	of	work	that	was	ambiguously	defined,	
sporadically	obtained,	and	occasionally	morally	suspect”	(Farrell	2015,	128).		
	 Thieme’s	most	recent	work	on	hustling	seeks	to	use	the	specifics	of	the	case	
of	Mathare’s	waste	workers	to	theorise	modes	of	work	and	precariousness	far	
beyond	this	specific	context	and	including	both	the	‘global	north’	and	‘global	south’	
(2017).	She	suggests	that	“youth	navigating	uncertain	urban	terrain	today	must	be	
examined	as	a	phenomenon	not	only	prevalent	in	makeshift	urbanism	of	post-
colonial	cities	but	also	in	austerity	urbanism	of	post-industrial	cities”	(Thieme	
2017,	8).	Essentially,	she	sees	‘hustling’	as	a	potentially	transportable	theory	that	
can	be	used	to	explain	global	conditions	of	labour	precarity.	Though	she	keeps	her	
focus	on	youth,	this	idea	also	applies	to	workers	of	all	ages	in	the	creative	and	
cultural	industries.	Thieme	argues:	“the	‘hustle’	infers	a	constant	pragmatic	search	
for	alternative	structures	of	opportunity	outside	formal	education,	employment,	
and	service	provision”	(2017,	9),	and	while	workers	in	creative	and	cultural	
industries	may	not	all	face	a	lack	of	education	and	service	provision,	they	
increasingly	do	have	to	search	for	employment	that	is	ever	more	short	term,	
unstable,	and	precarious	(cf.	Curtin	and	Sanson	2016a).	“Pervasive	insecurity	and	
precariousness”	are	“the	norm”	for	many	workers	in	these	industries	and	these	
workers	must	live	“in	a	mode	that	requires	constant	attentiveness	and	vigilance	to	
the	possibility	of	future	work”	(Conor,	Gill,	and	Taylor	2015,	9);	in	essence,	these	
workers	must	hustle.	
	 A	parallel	discourse	to	that	of	hustling,	and	one	with	more	positive	
connotations,	is	entrepreneurship.	As	I	noted	in	my	Introduction,	in	recent	years	
there	has	been	a	proliferation	of	publications	on	entrepreneurship	in	Africa	(Fick	
2002;	Makura	2008;	Ndemo	and	Weiss	2017;	Röschenthaler	and	Schulz	2015a;	
Spring	and	McDade	1998).	Of	particular	importance	for	my	purposes	is	the	edited	
volume	Cultural	Entrepreneurship	in	Africa	(Röschenthaler	and	Schulz	2015a).	
Anthropologists	Ute	Röschenthaler	and	Dorothea	Schulz	argue	that	since	the	late	
1980s	“Africans	have	witnessed	an	effervescence	of	new	and	diverse	forms	of	
cultural	entrepreneurship”	(2015b,	9).	They	define	‘cultural	entrepreneurs’	as	
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individuals	who	quickly	perceive	the	chances	of	the	moment	and	seize	
novel	opportunities	to	initiate	new	forms	of	generating	income	in	the	realm	
of	cultural	production.	What	distinguishes	these	entrepreneurs	and	their	
initiatives	from	that	of	other	inventive	individuals	is	that	they	purposefully	
take	chances	in	situations	of	uncertainty,	when	failure	seems	to	be	as	likely	
an	outcome	of	their	activities	as	does	success.	Entrepreneurs	positively	
embrace	the	risk	of	failure.	What	matters	to	them	is	their	strong	belief	that	
they	will	succeed	and	surmount	any	obstacles	that	will	come	their	way.	
(2015b,	1)	
Röschenthaler	discusses	a	popular	Malian	radio	presenter	Mande	Massa	in	terms	
of	entrepreneurship,	but	notes	“his	vision	for	his	ventures,	however,	always	
reached	beyond	mere	capitalist	entrepreneurship	in	the	sense	of	producing	
commodities	or	services	to	make	money	to	reinvest	in	order	to	expand	his	
enterprise.	He	used	his	skills	to	realise	his	social	vision,”	which	was	to	use	his	radio	
program	and	related	enterprises	to	help	Malian	women	and	“preserve	Mande	
traditional	values”	(2015,	240).	Röschenthaler	thus	moves	beyond	limited	
definitions	of	entrepreneurship	that	define	success	and	entrepreneurial	
achievement	in	terms	of	financial	gain	(cf.	Makura	2008).	Anthropologist	Inès	
Neubauer	(2015)	explores	a	tension	sex	workers	in	Mali	face	where,	on	the	one	
hand,	their	work	is	socially	stigmatised	and	their	social	standing	in	their	home	
communities	(sex	workers	are	usually	migrants	to	the	cities	in	which	they	work)	
rests	on	their	ability	to	keep	their	profession	hidden,	while,	on	the	other	hand,	in	
their	working	locations	they	are	considered	business	women	and	respected	for	
their	ability	to	generate	income	and	manage	their	careers.	In	each	of	these	cases,	
local	versions	of	success	counter	any	universal	definition	of	what	constitutes	
successful	entrepreneurship,	and	suggests	the	importance	of	studying	
entrepreneurial	activity	in	context.	
	 The	necessity	of	a	contextual	study	of	entrepreneurship	is	further	
demonstrated	by	Thieme’s	work	on	Mathare’s	waste	workers.	In	a	curious	case,	
Thieme	shows	how	an	(unnamed)	American	company	developed	a	sanitation	
project	in	Mathare	where	they	employed	cleaning	teams	in	the	hopes	they	would	
form	small	entrepreneurial	businesses	(2015).	Yet,	the	project	did	not	go	to	
corporate	plan	and	conventional	capitalist	model	because	the	workers	(the	
hustlers	previously	described	by	Thieme)	did	not	attempt	to	grow	their	small	
enterprises	vertically.	Rather,	“each	enterprise	stayed	strategically	small	in	scale,	
	
	
	
	
204	
and	profits	from	one	were	used	as	seed	capital	to	invest	in	another,	allowing	the	
diversified	portfolio	to	expand	laterally”	(Thieme	2015,	233).	The	American	
company	expected	that	the	local	cleaning	teams	would	seek	to	expand	their	small	
cleaning	businesses;	however,	the	members	of	these	teams	had	a	different	aim.	
Rather	than	focusing	on	growing	one	business	they	diversified	their	assets	(in	this	
case	time	and	labour)	amongst	various	kinds	of	waste	work	(such	as	collecting	
trash)	in	a	deliberate	and	strategic	attempt	to	mitigate	uncertainty	in	their	
precarious	lives.		In	order	to	understand	the	business	decisions	of	Mathare’s	waste	
workers,	it	is	necessary	to	study	them	in	the	context	of	their	broader	experiences	
of	precarity.	This	suggests	the	utility	of	speaking	about	hustling	and	
entrepreneurship	in	tandem	when	discussing	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers.	
Bringing	these	concepts	together	ensures	that	entrepreneurial	discourses	of	
innovation,	flexibility,	and	daring	risk	taking	remain	firmly	grounded	in	a	
recognition	of	the	precarity	through	which	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers,	and	
indeed	creative	and	working	class	workers	around	the	globe,	must	hustle.	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Zippy	Kimundu’s	career	biography	can	
help	to	demonstrate	the	value	of	using	the	concept	of	entrepreneurship	in	
conjunction	with	the	concept	of	hustling.	Throughout	her	career	she	has	boldly	
seized	unconventional	opportunities.	Kimundu	began	studying	mass	
communication	and	TV	production	and,	following	her	education,	moved	to	Uganda.	
She	realised	that	working	in	Kenya,	she	was	getting	jobs	where	she	would	be	
“someone’s	assistant,	first	learning,	an	intern	getting	coffee,	but	I	knew	if	I	went	
somewhere	I	would	step	right	in	and	work	…	So	I	moved	to	Uganda	for	that	reason”	
(interview	2015).	And	once	in	Uganda	she	worked	as	an	editor	and	head	of	post-
production	for	a	company.	She	says:	“I	was	doing	mostly	social	documentaries	…	
and	then	little	bit	by	bit	[I]	got	also	into	directing”	(interview	2015).	While	in	
Uganda	she	also	studied	for	another	degree,	in	public	administration,	as	a	backup	
plan	given	the	uncertainty	of	her	film	career	(interview	2015).	A	pivotal	moment	in	
her	career	came	when	she	attended	Maisha	Film	Lab	as	an	editor.	Maisha	Film	Lab	
is	a	non-profit	film	training	initiative	run	by	filmmaker	Mira	Nair.	It	is	based	in	
Kampala,	Uganda	and	supports	emerging	filmmakers	in	Uganda,	Tanzania,	Kenya,	
and	Rwanda	through	providing	training	in	the	disciplines	of	“screenwriting,	
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directing,	producing,	cinematography,	editing,	sound	recording	and	acting”	
(Bisschoff	2015,	75).	
While	at	Maisha,	Kimundu	met	and	was	inspired	by	“amazing	people	from	
all	over	the	world”	and	was	taught	by	“Spike	Lee's	crew	based	in	Uganda”	and	
producer	Lydia	Dean	Pilcher	(who	is	Academy	Award	nominated	and	has	a	long	
working	relationship	with	Mira	Nair).	She	also	credits	her	attendance	at	New	York	
University,	Tisch	School	of	the	Arts	Asia	to	Mira	Nair’s	support	in	recommending	
her.	She	also	spoke	about	the	kind	of	exposure	Maisha	gave	her	–	both	in	the	sense	
of	working	with	international	calibre	crews	and	getting	into	important	film	schools,	
but	also	at	the	level	of	creative	storytelling:	
I	guess	before	I	went	to	film	school	I	didn't	know	what	kind	of	stories	I	
wanted	to	tell	basically.	Because	my	background	was	basically	social	
documentaries,	which	means	a	lot	of	NGO	stuff	…	But	just	for	me,	like,	the	
interaction	and	the	exposure	to	the	outside	world	made	me	realise	that	I	
had	unique	stories.	I	appreciated	more	where	I	came	from,	and	everything	
that	I	think	of	now	felt	special.	(Kimundu	interview	2015)	
This	exposure	was	essential	to	the	development	of	her	unique	creative	voice	and	
for	realising	that	her	stories	and	experiences	could	make	interesting	films.	She	has	
since	been	involved	in	a	wide	variety	of	projects	–	as	befits	an	entrepreneurial	
hustler.	For	instance,	she	worked	as	co-director	with	Mira	Nair	on	the	short	
documentary	A	Fork,	A	Spoon,	and	a	Knight	(2014).	She	was	thrilled	by	the	learning	
opportunity	posed	by	being	on	set	with	Nair	(“this	amazing	big	time	director”),	the	
symbolic	capital	she	would	gain	because	of	her	new	status	as	co-director	with	Nair,	
and	also	from	the	connections	and	opportunities	that	have	come	out	of	the	project	
(interview	2015).	The	second	major	project	is	the	Disney	film	Queen	of	Katwe	
(2016)	directed	by	Mira	Nair,	in	which	Kimundu	was	the	assistant	editor	to	Barry	
Brown.	She	sees	herself	primarily	as	a	director,	but	being	a	creative	hustler	in	
Nairobi	means	seizing	every	possible	opportunity	for	growth	and	career	
advancement.	She	had	never	been	on	a	Hollywood	film	set	previously	and	that	
opportunity	was	worth	pursuing	even	though	it	meant	temporarily	side-lining	her	
directorial	skills	(Kimundu	interview	2015).		
	 Throughout	her	career	she	has	entrepreneurially	seized	“novel	
opportunities	to	initiate	new	forms	of	generating	income	in	the	realm	of	cultural	
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production,”	(Röschenthaler	and	Schulz	2015b,	1),	particularly	through	building	
networks	with	other	filmmakers	and	film	organisations	from	across	the	world	that	
can	potentially	help	further	her	career.	Alongside	this	entrepreneurialism,	she	has	
diversified	her	possibilities	to	lay	out	a	safety	net	–	whether	through	studying	an	
alternate	degree	or	building	additional	skills	(like	advancing	her	editing	skills	
instead	of	purely	focusing	on	directing)	–	that	would	see	her	through	potentially	
precarious	times,	as	befits	a	hustler.	Zippy	Kimundu	is	not	alone	in	this	approach,	
and	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	are	united	by	their	shared	approach	to	work:	
creative	and	entrepreneurial	hustling.			
Part	2:	Hustling	through	precarity	
As	I	have	shown,	hustling	means	building	opportunities	within	precarious	contexts.	
For	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Judy	Kibinge,	being	a	‘hustler’	is	a	function	of	
the	environment:	without	cultural	grants	and	commissioned	work	from	
broadcasters	where	are	filmmakers	supposed	to	get	their	money?	As	Kibinge	says:	
If	you	are	getting	your	money	from	many	sources	that	are	not	predictable	
then	you're	hustling.	It	doesn’t	matter	how	people	put	it.	The	minute	you	
are	chasing	many	different	sources	of	unpredictable	money	you	are	
definitely	a	hustler.	(Interview	2014)	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	responded	to	this	precarity	by	building	
their	own	opportunities.	As	I	discussed	in	Chapter	Three,	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	often	have	very	diverse	careers	spanning	different	formats,	mediums,	
and	genres	of	screen	media	production,	and	this	results	from	their	entrepreneurial	
approach	to	screen	media	production.	Some	filmmakers	(such	as	Anne	Mungai	and	
Wanjiru	Kinyanjui)	also	work	at	local	universities	teaching	filmmaking,	but	they	
are	the	minority	and	they	are	usually	of	the	older	generation	–	most	younger	
filmmakers	hustle	for	business	opportunities.	In	the	words	of	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmaker	Dommie	Yambo-Odotte,	“for	me	hustling	is	good	because	you	know	you	
can't	just	sit	and	wait	for	nothing	[laughs]	you	have	to	go	out	…	seek	something	
out”	(interview	2015).	Here,	hustling	is	positive;	it	means	being	proactive	in	a	
precarious	situation	and	‘making	things	happen.’			
Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Natasha	Likimani	self-identifies	as	a	
hustler,	and	describes	part	of	the	hustle	as	constantly	questioning	herself	with	
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questions	such	as	“where	am	I	getting	my	income	from?”	and	“am	I	going	to	have	to	
think	of	changing	careers?”	(Interview	2015).	This	precarity	clearly	has	an	
affective	toll,	as	she	says:	
I'm	in	my	30s,	I'm	not	gonna	start	changing	careers,	it's	too	late.	Starting	a	
business	you	need	income,	am	I	going	to	get	a	loan?	Because	I'm	an	artist	I	
can't	get	a	loan,	I'm	not	employed.	And	my	skills	are	just	limited	to	the	
screenwriting	and	the	acting.	Now	I	can	go	back	to	news	[she	was	a	TV	news	
presenter],	but	I've	gained	a	lot	of	weight	and	that's	not	a	good	thing.	But	
I've	been	thinking	about	it.	Maybe	I	should	go	back	to	news.	You	know?	
That's	how	it	is…	all	of	us	are	wondering	what	the	future	is	and	it's	pretty	
unsure.	So	that's	why	I	say	it's	a	hustle,	it's	not	a	career.	(Interview	2015)	
She	described	getting	opportunities	like	writing	the	script	for	Veve	(produced	by	
One	Fine	Day	Films)	as	amazing,	but	at	other	times	deeply	questioning	her	choice	
of	careers.	Nevertheless,	she	continually	hustles	to	advance	her	career,	and	while	
when	we	met	she	was	not	working,	she	had	“decided	to	be	proactive”	about	
developing	her	own	projects,	and	thus	started	a	company	and	had	shot	a	pilot	for	a	
television	show	(Likimani	interview	2015).	
	 In	Nairobi	and	elsewhere,	creative	workers	must	constantly	be	attuned	to	
the	possibility	of	future	work,	especially	considering	that	“increasingly,	cultural	
and	media	workers	are	freelancers	or	work	on	extremely	short-term	contracts	that	
are	counted	in	days	or	weeks	rather	than	months	or	years”	(Conor,	Gill,	and	Taylor	
2015,	9).	In	Nollywood,	“with	modest	pay	from	any	individual	movie,	workers	
make	a	living	mainly	through	quantity,	and	some	can	be	found	working	nearly	
every	day,	ending	one	movie	project	to	begin	another”	(Miller	2016,	153).	Nairobi-
based	female	filmmaker	Emily	Wanja	echoed	that,	in	Nairobi,	it	is	common	to	jump	
from	filmmaking	department	to	department	“because	you	think	that's	where	you	
got	a	chance	of	getting	the	next	gig”	(interview	2015).	Productions	“come	and	go	…	
Here	you've	got	no	time	to	relax	man.	You	need	that	money”	(Wanja	interview	
2015).		The	need	for	work,	and	the	precarity	of	not	knowing	where	your	‘next	gig’	
might	come	from,	can	also	breed	a	‘jack-of-all-trades’	approach	to	creative	work.	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Isabel	Munyua	insisted	that:	
The	problem	with	us	here	is	that	we	do	business	under	the	umbrella	of	‘I	do	
everything.’	Ok.	There's	no	specialising.	There’s	no	say,	you	know	what,	I'm	
going	to	focus	on	foreign	film	productions.	That's	my	niche.	That's	what	I'm	
going	to	do	for	the	rest	of	my	life.	Because,	as	you	know,	once	there	is	a	
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travel	advisory	issued	it	kills	it	completely,	so	then	you	realise	that	you	are	
actually	forced	to	keep	switching	from	place	to	place.	(Interview	2015)	
Both	Munyua	and	Wanja	point	to	the	need	to	maintain	a	diverse	portfolio	of	skills	
so	as	to	seize	every	potential	opportunity	for	work.	Different	roles	in	the	film	
industry	have	different	degrees	of	precarity	associated	with	them,	and	Nairobi-
based	female	filmmakers	often	diversify	across	different	roles.	According	to	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Judy	Kibinge,	“if	you	are	in	a	supplier's	role	you	
will	always	be	fine	because	there	will	always	be	people	who	need	things,	who	want	
to	rent	things,	who	need	your	services,”	but	on	the	other	hand,	“it	is	much	more	
vague	if	you	are	writing,	if	you	are	actually	the	creative,	or	you	want	to	own	a	
creator's	role	as	opposed	to	a	supplier's	role”	(interview	2014).	Many	Nairobi-
based	female	filmmakers	create	opportunities	for	themselves	to	diversify	through	
running	their	own	small	production	companies.181	For	instance,	Toni	Kamau	and	
her	partners	at	On	Screen	Productions	run	a	diverse	business	that	allows	them	to	
work	on	creative	projects	–	such	as	television	shows	for	Zuku	or	the	documentary	
Kamau	is	producing	that	has	received	funding	from	Docubox	–	as	well	social	
documentaries	for	clients	such	the	M-Pesa	Foundation182	and	other	corporate	and	
NGO	work.	
	 Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	must	innovatively	use	new	methods	to	
develop	and	disseminate	their	projects,	and	opportunities	posed	by	the	Internet	
are	particularly	interesting	in	this	regard.	I	discussed	Internet	distribution	in	
Chapter	Five,	so	here	I	will	focus	on	production.	The	Internet	offers	potential	
opportunities	in	the	realm	of	crowd	funding	film	projects,	and	this	is	a	mode	that	
some	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	tried	successfully.	For	instance,	
Philippa	Ndisi-Herrmann	raised	€8,500	(£7,770)	to	use	towards	The	Delayer	using	
the	Dutch	film-specific	platform	CineCrowd	(Ndisi-Herrmann	interview	2015).	
																																								 																					
181	Examples	of	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	running	their	own	production	companies	include:	
Judy	Kibinge	(Seven	Productions),	Lucille	Kahara	(B9	Studios),	Dorothy	Ghettuba	(Spielworks	
Media),	Njoki	Muhoho	(Zebra	Productions	Kenya),	Appie	Matere	(Zamaradi	Productions),	Wanuri	
Kahiu	(Awali	Entertainment),	Toni	Kamau	(On	Screen	Productions),	Dommie	Yambo-Odotte	
(Development	Through	Media),	Jinna	Mutune	(Pegg	Entertainment),	Jennifer	Gatero	(Insignia	
Productions),	Jackie	Lebo	(Content	House),	Zippy	Kimundu	and	Emily	Wanja	(Afrofilms	
International),	and	Isabel	Munyua	(Dreamcatcher	Productions).	
182	The	M-Pesa	Foundation	has	been	operating	in	Kenya	since	2010	and	“integrates	the	use	of	
mobile	technology	in	its	investments	while	focusing	on	areas	of	greatest	need	and	impact”	such	as	
health,	education,	and	the	environment	(M-Pesa	Foundation	2017).	They	specifically	give	out	only	
large	scale	grants	worth	more	than	50	million	KES	(£371,000)	(Kamau	interview	2015).	
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With	the	money	raised	she	was	able	to	buy	a	camera	and	therefore	own	the	
equipment	she	would	use	to	shoot	the	film	(Ndisi-Herrmann	interview	2015).183	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	Amira	and	Wafa	Tajdin	raised	$19,147	(£14,690)	
in	2012	to	fund	the	production	of	their	feature	film	Walls	of	Leila	(in	production)	
through	the	crowd	funding	platform	Kickstarter	(Kickstarter	2017b),	and	Wanuri	
Kahiu	also	successfully	raised	$12,113	(£9,295)	through	a	campaign	on	Kickstarter	
in	2011	to	fund	her	documentary	Ger:	To	Be	Separate	(in	production)	(Kickstarter	
2017a).	Crowd	funding	offers	opportunity	–	both	in	terms	of	immediate	financial	
gain,	as	these	examples	show,	and	as	a	potential	way	to	identify	the	audience	of	a	
film	before	it	is	even	made	(Kibinge	interview	2014)	–	but	it	is	currently	only	one	
strategy	among	many	that	filmmakers	employ	to	raise	money	for	their	films.	Ndisi-
Herrmann,	for	instance,	was	successful	with	her	campaign,	but	still	needed	to	seek	
out	additional	funding	from	Docubox,	the	Göteborg	Film	Festival,	and	the	IDFA	
Bertha	Fund.	Thus,	hustling	to	make	films	in	Nairobi	involves	exploring	every	
possible	option:	making	use	of	the	Internet	to	crowd	fund,	applying	to	
transnational	film	festival	funds,	running	diversified	businesses	to	generate	a	
constant	stream	of	work	and	potential	income	to	invest	in	new	films,	and	building	
many	other	networks	–	both	local	and	transnational	–	to	seize	opportunities.		
	 As	emphasised	throughout	this	thesis,	understanding	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	requires	adopting	a	local	and	transnational	perspective.	Once	more	we	
see	that	these	filmmakers	are	deeply	involved	in	transnational	networks	that	they	
deliberately	cultivate,	but	also	that	their	work	is	grounded	in	the	unique	
opportunities	offered	by	the	city	of	Nairobi.	That	Nairobi	offers	opportunities	for	
hustlers	with	the	right	skills	and	social	positioning	is	reflected	in	the	fact	that	many	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	thrived	in	the	city	after	taking	the	risk	of	
leaving	established	careers	in	other	industries	and	countries.	To	give	just	three	
examples,	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Alison	Ngibuini	started	her	successful	
production	company	Al	Is	On	Productions	–	famed	for	producing	the	soap	opera	
Mali	–	in	2003	after	quitting	a	career	in	advertising	(BBC	2012),	and	as	previously	
mentioned,	both	Judy	Kibinge	and	Dorothy	Ghettuba	left	successful	careers,	in	
																																								 																					
183	Ever	the	entrepreneurial	hustler,	after	her	filmmaking	degree	in	directing	and	writing	Ndisi-
Herrmann	learned	to	shoot	her	own	camera	as	a	way	of	diversifying	her	skills	so	that	she	could	
always	keep	working	(interview	2015).	
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advertising	(in	Nairobi)	and	venture	capital	(in	Canada)	respectively,	to	try	their	
luck	in	filmmaking.	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	recognise	that	Nairobi	is	a	
place	where	they	can	entrepreneurially	build	their	filmmaking	businesses	and	
careers	if	they	hustle	to	create	their	own	opportunities.	
2.1.	Leaning	in	to	piracy		
A	cornerstone	of	hustling	is	dealing	with	existing	problems	in	innovative	ways.	As	I	
have	suggested	throughout	this	thesis,	finding	profitable	markets	for	the	films	of	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	is	very	difficult	–	as	I	mentioned	in	Chapter	
Three,	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Judy	Kibinge,	for	instance,	has	never	made	
money	off	a	dramatic	project.	In	this	section	I	will	examine	the	challenges	posed	by	
piracy	and	explore	how	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	work	around	those	
problems.				
	 Nairobi	is	a	city	where	you	can	buy	pirate	copies	of	any	new	release	for	50	
KES	(£0.40)	while	waiting	in	your	car,	in	DVD	shops,	or	from	street	hawkers	at	the	
entrances	to	shops	and	malls	across	the	city	–	from	the	Central	Business	District	to	
the	upscale	suburb	of	Karen.	Not	only	that,	you	can	also	have	–	for	a	slightly	higher	
price	–	specially	selected	pirated	DVDs	delivered	to	your	home	or	office,	meaning	
you	can	easily	access	any	film	content	through	making	a	simple	phone	call	or	
sending	an	SMS.184	Then	there	is	the	phenomenon	of	Internet	movie	piracy,	where	
anyone	with	a	fast	enough	broadband	connection	can	freely	and	easily	access	
pirated	content.	Interestingly,	despite	the	ease	of	accessing	pirated	foreign	films,	
“piracy	of	local	movies	is	contained,	done	very	cautiously,	or	as	part	of	a	pragmatic	
agreement”	between	producer	and	pirate	(Overbergh	2015a,	105).	As	is	apparent	
from	the	sheer	number	of	pirate	DVD	hawkers	and	fixed	location	shops	devoted	to	
selling	pirated	content,	“illicit	sales	of	foreign	movies	are	tolerated”;	however,	this	
situation	is	not	the	same	for	local	content,	and	regulators	make	some	effort	to	
ensure	pirates	of	local	content	are	punished	(Overbergh	2015a,	104).	According	to	
Overbergh	this	has	led	to	a	situation	where	“vendors	can	keep	prices	of	Hollywood,	
Bongowood	or	Nollywood	movies	artificially	low	while	being	compelled	to	sell	
local	movies	–	at	least	officially	–	at	a	higher	price,	making	them	the	less	attractive	
																																								 																					
184	While	in	Nairobi,	I	had	one	friend	who	acquired	200	DVDs	in	this	way.	
	
	
	
	
211	
choice	for	budget-conscious	shoppers”	(2015a,	104).	While	pirated	films	almost	
always	sell	for	50	KES	(£0.40)	in	Nairobi,	local	films	sell	for	100-200	KES	(£0.75	-	
£1.50)	(Overbergh	2015a,	104).185		
	 In	a	critique	of	Hollywood	industry	estimates	about	the	impact	of	piracy	on	
their	businesses,	Lobato	makes	the	important	point	that	arguments	that	
“presumed	that	for	each	movie	accessed	illegally,	a	legitimate	version	of	the	same	
film	went	unsold”	are	“dubious”	because	they	disregard	“the	influence	of	pricing	
levels	and	distributive	contingencies	in	media	consumption”	(2012,	73).	Pirated	
content	can	also	be	a	means	by	which	consumers	who	are	unable	to	afford	
legitimate	copies	can	watch	films.	Speaking	about	Delhi	in	the	1990s,	media	
scholar	Ravi	Sundaram	argues	“piracy’s	indifference	to	property	laws	produced	a	
significant	resource	for	subaltern	populations	unable	to	enter	the	legal	world”	
(2009,	12).	In	Nigeria,	pirated	and	legitimate	films	cost	the	same	amount,	so	
getting	people	to	buy	legitimate	films	is	a	matter	of	making	them	more	accessible	
than	pirated	copies,	and	accordingly,	the	issue	in	Nollywood	piracy	“is	not	social	
deviance	but	distributive	accessibility”	(Lobato	2010,	347).	Thus,	“for	billions	of	
people	around	the	world,	piracy	is	an	access	route	to	media	that	is	not	otherwise	
available”	(Lobato	2012,	82).	Many	consumers	in	Nairobi	may	buy	pirated	content	
because	it	is	what	is	available	and	what	they	can	afford.		
A	pirate	media	economy	(of	mostly	foreign	content)	is	flourishing	in	Nairobi,	
with	great	impact	on	local	content	production	because	the	pirates	“make	content	
too	cheap”	(Karuana	interview	2015).186	As	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	
Barbara	Karuana	says:			
And	that	effects	how	people	value	local	content.	Cause	they’re	thinking,	why	
should	I	pay	800KES	[£6]	to	watch	Nairobi	Half	Life,	when	I	can	watch	
what's	the	biggest	movie	right	now?	Birdman,	or	The	Grand	Budapest	Hotel,	
or	Selma	for	50	KES	[£0.40]?	Why	would	I	do	that?	…	So,	distribution	
becomes	a	problem	because	if	we	were	to	seriously	produce	stuff	for	the	
purpose	of	distribution	in	this	country	it	would	come	to	a	certain	cost,	
																																								 																					
185	In	some	cases,	DVDs	of	locally	made	films	can	cost	as	much	as	800	KES	(£6),	as	was	the	case	
when	I	acquired	a	copy	of	Nairobi	Half	Life	from	a	small	video	rental	store	and	shop	in	Prestige	
Plaza.		
186	Karuana	also	immediately	acknowledged	that	her	Internet	access	means	she	can	easily	illegally	
download	or	stream	film	content	from	her	home.		
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which	would	always,	always,	always	be	more	than	that	50	KES	[£0.40]	disk,	
and	that's	a	problem.	(Interview	2015)	
The	problem	with	film	piracy	is	that	it	makes	the	market	uncompetitive.	Legitimate	
producers	are	pushed	out	because	they	cannot	compete	with	cheap	DVDs	sold	by	
pirates	and	free	Internet	copies.	Similarly,	in	Ghana,	the	importation	of	pirated	
Nigerian	films	also	created	a	crisis	in	local	film	production	in	the	early-2000s	
because	producers	could	not	compete	with	the	far	cheaper	Nigerian	products	
(Garritano	2013,	158).	The	Nollywood	distribution	system	has	long	been	
recognised	as	having	a	problematic	relationship	with	piracy,	and	Nigerian	
producers	actively	develop	new	strategies	to	counter	its	effects.	Nigerian	female	
video	entrepreneur	Emem	Isong’s	response,	for	instance,	was	to	develop	“what	
could	be	defined	as	an	informal	windowing	strategy”	(Jedlowski	2015,	252).	
Because	soon	after	a	video	is	released	in	Nigeria	it	is	pirated	and	“quickly	sent	(via	
internet	and	bootleg	copies)	to	other	African	countries	as	well	as	to	Europe,	the	
United	States,	and	the	Caribbean,”	Isong	first	releases	her	films	in	“more	
formalized	markets	(such	as	the	U.S.	and	Ghana)”	and	leaves	Nigeria	for	last	
(Jedlowski	2015,	252).	Using	this	strategy	“she	managed	to	protect	what	she	
considers	her	best	market	(the	U.S.)	from	the	interference	of	Nigerian	bootleggers”	
(Jedlowski	2015,	252).		
	 Piracy	is	seen	by	local	filmmakers	as	a	significant	obstacle	to	profitable	film	
distribution	in	Nairobi,	but	it	is	also	something	that	filmmakers	are	working	to	
innovate	around.	For	instance,	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Appie	Matere	has	
used	a	film	distribution	model	that	recognises	that	piracy	can	be	matter	of	
accessibility,	where	some	consumers	can	only	afford	to	access	content	at	pirate	
prices.	In	her	model,	a	producer	would	cater	to	two	markets	–	one	that	can	afford	
legitimate	DVD	prices	and	one	that	cannot,	and	networks	of	pirate	film	distribution	
would	be	used	to	serve	those	who	cannot	afford	legitimate	DVDs.	While	working	
with	Baraka	Films	on	Project	Daddy	she	used	this	‘two	markets’	model	to	address	
the	issue	of	piracy.	She	suggested	essentially	‘pirating’	their	own	film	by	bringing	
DVDs	to	some	of	her	merchandiser	contacts	and	selling	copies	for	about	20	KES	
(£0.20).	By	her	recollection,	they	sold	about	1000	tapes	that	way.	Then,	they	took	
the	film	to	Simon	Nduti	of	Nduti	One-Stop	Shop	(see	Overbergh	2015a	for	a	further	
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discussion	of	Nduti),	who,	according	to	Matere,	is	“a	distributor	in	Riverwood	and	I	
think	one	of	the	biggest	pirates”	(interview	2015).	They	gave	him	the	master	DVD	
in	exchange	for	200,000	KES	(£2,000)	and	left	him	to	make	and	distribute	copies	as	
he	saw	fit.	Alongside	this	pirate	model	addressing	the	needs	of	a	low-income	
market,	they	also	made	a	higher	quality	tape	for	distribution	in	more	upscale	
markets	like	Textbook	Centre	and	the	upscale	grocery	store	Nakumatt	where	it	
would	be	sold	for	a	higher	price	(Matere	interview	2015).	As	Overbergh	says,	
“because	of	its	image,	both	in	terms	of	shady	economic	practices	as	[sic]	in	terms	of	
River	Road	being	considered	a	dangerous	place,	Riverwood	remains	virtually	
‘untouched’	by	the	higher-end	filmmakers	and	upper-middle	class	audiences”	
(2015a,	105).	This	means	that	the	upper	middle	class	audiences	who	frequent	
more	expensive	shops	are	unlikely	to	ever	be	in	the	places	that	sell	the	cheaper	
DVDs.	Using	the	‘two	market’	distribution	model	is	something	she	intends	to	do	in	
the	future:	as	she	says	“I	think	that	can	work.	I'm	going	to	try	that	on	my	next	film”	
(Matere	interview	2015).		
	 Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Jackie	Lebo,	like	Matere,	also	seeks	to	find	
a	way	to	‘cash	in’	on	piracy.	At	her	company	Content	House	they	have	“adopted	the	
‘lean	in’	strategy	where	you	…	work	with	the	piracy”	(Lebo	interview	2015).	Her	
plan	for	distributing	their	latest	film,	The	Last	Fight,	was	to	sell	DVDs	in	“uptown	
areas”	where	people	can	afford	to	“buy	the	DVDs	at	market	price,”	and	the	festival	
circuit,	and	adopt	what	she	described	as	a	“controlled	release	on	the	Internet”	
where	she	would	presumably	attempt	to	reach	pay-tv	platforms.	Thus	far,	this	
distribution	strategy	is	standard.	The	interesting	part	of	Lebo’s	plan	is	what	she	
intends	to	do	next,	and	this	is	to	give	the	film	to	pirates	“to	have	them	distribute	it	
around.	Because	we	have	to	balance	between	at	least	getting	some	money	from	the	
film,	but	also	having	it	seen	very	widely”	(Lebo	interview	2015).	In	the	first	phase	
of	distribution	they	would	attempt	to	make	money	from	the	film,	but	in	the	second	
their	focus	would	be	on	audience	building	and	they	would	encourage	viewers	of	
pirated	copies	to	engage	with	the	film	on	social	media	through	talking	about	it	on	
Twitter	or	liking	the	film’s	Facebook	page.	This	is	a	solution	to	the	challenges	
posed	by	piracy	that	takes	place	over	the	long	term.	She	said:	
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Because	you	are	not	going	to	stop	piracy	by	yourself	right	now,	and	the	
government	does	not	show	an	appetite	for	changing	that	right	now.	So	I	
think	you	just,	you	work	with	it.	Lean	in.	And	as	long	as	you	get	your	first	
run,	as	long	as	you	understand	where	you’re	going	to	get	at	least	your	first	
revenue	back,	then	just	make	sure	that	you	are	building	an	audience	though	
piracy.	Like	the	musicians,	they’ve	stopped	following	the	pirates,	because	
the	more	piracy	you	have	the	more	people	come	to	your	concert.	You	just	
transform	the	piracy	into	a	revenue	stream,	which	is	your	concert.	So	that's	
what	we	are	trying	to	do.	Transform	them	into	numbers	[so]	that	you	can	
demonstrate	numbers	are	behind	me	when	you	go	to	someone	who	has	
money.	(Interview	2015)	
Lebo	is	adopting	what	Lobato	would	call	a	laissez-faire	approach	to	piracy.	In	this	
perspective	“copyright	protects	one	kind	of	economic	activity	but,	in	doing	so,	
stifles	the	possibility	of	other,	perhaps	more	creative,	revenue-generating	
arrangements”	(2012,	74).	For	instance,	Lobato	argues	“piracy	is	ultimately	a	mode	
of	consumption	which	can	be	monetised	in	numerous	ways”	and	then	goes	on	to	
give	the	example	of	product	placement	in	movies	where	“brand	value	is	increased	
through	unauthorized	circulation”	(2012,	74).	Crucially	for	the	Nairobian	context,	
piracy	“also	breeds	demand	for	cinema	in	demographics	that	may	one	day	ripen	
into	viable	formal	markets”	(Lobato	2012,	74).		
	 Lebo	is	clearly	hoping	for	the	Kenyan	market	to	‘ripen’	and	that	her	strategy	
will	breed	audiences	in	the	long	term:	
We’ll	try	to	make	as	much	money	as	we	can,	especially	from	the	people	
from	this	side	of	town	who	can	buy	it.187	But	once	it's	done	that	cycle,	we	
just	give	it	away.	There	is	no	point	in	holding	on	to	it	…	just	build	audiences	
so	that	you	can	be	ready	for	that	day	when	it	somehow	translates	into	
revenue.	(Lebo	interview	2015)	
Crucially,	however,	the	potential	in	this	model	exists	in	part	because	of	the	funding	
models	for	many	of	the	film	by	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers.	Most	films	made	
in	East	and	Southern	Africa	(except	South	Africa)	are	donor	funded	(Bryce	2010,	
161).	As	Lebo	says,	“we're	still	at	a	place	where	most	of	our	projects	are	funded	
because	they're	important”	(interview	2015),	not	because	they	will	be	profit	
making	entertainment.	The	Last	Fight	was	funded	by	the	Ford	Foundation,	so	
making	a	profit	through	the	film	was	secondary	to	making	a	social	impact	with	it.	
In	this	case,	demonstrating	the	ability	to	reach	wide	audiences	within	the	
																																								 																					
187	I	interviewed	Lebo	in	the	middle	class	neighbourhood	of	Kilimani,	which	is	in	the	more	affluent	
west	side	of	Nairobi.	
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community	the	film	could	‘help’	is	essential	to	generating	future	income	through	
future	grants	from	other	developmental	organisations.	
	 Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers,	as	the	examples	of	Matere	and	Lebo	show,	
are	hustling	on	the	line	between	formal	and	informal,	licit	and	illicit	practices	in	
their	responses	to	piracy.	They	rely	on	networks	built	to	profit	from	copyright	
infringement	to	distribute	their	films	as	widely	as	possible	–	and	reap	the	financial	
rewards	that	can	come	from	that	increase	in	spectatorship.	As	Lobato	argues	
throughout	Shadow	Economies	of	Cinema:	Mapping	Informal	Film	Distribution	
(2012),	the	formal	and	informal	are	vitally	interconnected	in	all	film	industries.	
Even	the	production	of	Hollywood	studio	films,	a	highly	formal	enterprise,	“still	
involves	many	kinds	of	informal	activity,	including	unpaid	cameo	appearances,	
shooting	in	unregulated	third	world	sites	and	harnessing	the	promotional	power	of	
fans”	(Lobato	2012,	41).	He	gives	the	further	example	that	“Warner	Bros.’	
subsidiary	in	the	PRC	even	chose	as	its	first	home	video	licensee	a	well-known	
piracy	outfit”	(Lobato	2012,	75).	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	are	thus	
working	within	a	global	filmmaking	context	where	formal	and	informal	practices	
are	imbricated	with	one	another.	Yet,	they	display	a	distinct	entrepreneurialism	in	
approaching	the	(global)	issue	of	film	piracy,	because	rather	than	relying	on	the	
state	or	other	institutions	to	change	the	regulatory	environment	or	clamp	down	on	
piracy,	they	hustle	to	transform	their	own	circumstances	and,	correspondingly,	
both	cope	with	and	profit	from	the	precarity	caused	by	piracy.	
2.2.	Docubox	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	–	like	workers	in	creative	and	cultural	industries	
across	the	world	–	experience	job	precarity	and	they	work	to	address	these	
circumstances	through	their	individual	hustling	practices.	They	hustle	in	an	
environment	where	there	are	few	institutional	mechanisms	designed	to	support	
them.	For	instance,	as	I	discussed	in	Chapter	Four,	the	Kenyan	state	does	very	little	
to	support	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers.	Within	this	context,	a	significant	
development	in	the	industry	in	recent	years	has	been	the	formation	of	Docubox	–	
the	East	African	Documentary	Film	Fund,	an	institution	that	provides	funding	and	
non-financial	support	to	local	filmmakers.	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Judy	
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Kibinge	is	the	Executive	Director	and	she	became	involved	with	Docubox	because	
she	“understands	what	it	is	to	be	stuck”	(Kibinge	Q&A	2013).	The	Docubox	model	
works	by	granting	filmmakers	various	amounts	of	money	to	develop	documentary	
film	projects.	In	Docubox’s	first	year,	12	film	projects	were	selected	and	each	
grantee	was	given	$2,500	(£1,920)	to	make	a	trailer	of	their	project.	After	that,	six	
films	were	shortlisted	to	be	given	up	to	$25,000	(£19,185)	(Kibinge	Q&A	2013).	
However,	the	‘value’	of	Docubox	extends	far	beyond	the	financial	support	
filmmakers	receive	through	the	fund.	Docubox	collaborates	with	their	filmmakers	
including	such	events	as	master	classes,	informal	get-togethers	to	workshop	ideas	
and	get	feedback,	and	taking	them	to	the	Sheffield	Documentary	Film	Festival	in	
the	UK	in	2014	to	pitch	their	films.	Docubox,	through	various	initiatives,	directly	
addresses	key	issues	in	the	filmmaking	hustle	of	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers.				
The	idea	for	an	East	African	documentary	film	fund	began	with	Joyce	Nairo.	
Nairo	is	program	manager	at	the	Ford	Foundation	in	Nairobi	and	a	Kenyan	
academic.	Through	the	Ford	Foundation,	Nairo	had	raised	$380,000	(£291,600)	
and	gave	Kibinge	“such	an	open	brief”	to	develop	the	fund	so	that	it	responded	to	
“our	situation”	rather	than	modelling	it	after	another	film	fund	(Kibinge	interview	
2015).	Kibinge’s	research	on	creating	the	fund	involved	meeting	with	people	from	
the	IDFA	Bertha	Fund	and	from	Hot	Docs,	“and	then	at	some	point	you	realise,	okay,	
it’s	really	great	to	have	these,	like,	points	of	reference,	but	you	can	be	your	own	
thing	…	you	can	do	it	with	heart,	you	can	have	fun”	(Kibinge	interview	2015).	
Kibinge	initially	agreed	to	do	the	research	necessary	to	set	up	the	film	fund	
believing	that	she	was	not	suited	to	running	it	given	that,	as	she	puts	it,	she	“[didn’t]	
know	anything	about	running	funds”	(Kibinge	interview	2015).	She	describes	
initially	being	“entangled”	with	Docubox	because	she	had	researched	it	and	set	it	
up,	but	then	realising	“what	just	an	amazing	honour	it	is	to	set	up	a	thing	which	is	
exactly	the	thing	that	you	need	as	a	filmmaker.	…	you’re	actually	setting	up	a	thing	
to	answer	the	thing	you’ve	been	looking	for,	for	10	years,	but	now	for	other	people,	
which	is	pretty	cool	…	over	time	it’s	evolved	more	and	more	into	the	thing	that	I	
think	we	need”	(Kibinge	interview	2015).	
	 A	consistently	mentioned	benefit	of	Docubox	is	that	it	has	created	a	
supportive	community	of	filmmakers	who	can	then	learn	and	grow	together	and	
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help	each	other	(Kibinge	interview	2014;	Kimundu	interview	2015;	Lebo	interview	
2015;	Mukii	interview	2015;	Ndisi-Herrmann	interview	2015).	Nairobi-based	
female	filmmaker	Jackie	Lebo	stated:	“we	all	support	each	other.	We	hang	out.	But	
in	terms	of	just	an	informed	perspective	on	your	work,	I	think	Docubox	has	been	
the	most	helpful”	(interview	2015).	Docubox	filmmakers	are	able	to	give	informed	
opinions	on	each	other’s	work	because	they	share	the	common	knowledge	base	
that	was	provided	through	Docubox	training	(Lebo	interview	2015).	“Docubox	has	
been	so	wonderful”	because	Kibinge	“has	been	very	inclusive,	very	supportive,	
she’s	encouraged	a	lot	of	group	meetings	and	film	screenings	…	It	has	meant	that,	
as	a	spin	off,	we	are	able	to	call	somebody	up	who	is	part	of	the	Docubox	family	
and	say	‘can	you	give	me	advice	on	this?’	Or	‘what	do	you	think	about	this?’”	(Ndisi-
Herrmann	interview	2015).	Making	Docubox	a	collaborative	space	where	
filmmakers	help	and	learn	from	each	other	is	obviously	by	design,	and	this	
atmosphere	is	fostered	because	of	local	industry	conditions	where,	according	to	
Kibinge	“people	need	to	collaborate”	because	in	
this	kind	of	market,	you	just	can’t	do	this	thing	by	yourself	because	you’ll	
never	have	that	free	camera	you	need,	you	have	to	have	some	people	who	
you	are	like	‘you	guys,	are	you	free?	Can	we	shoot	thing	things	for	a	little	bit?	
Or	just	look	at	my	idea	and	tell	me	truly,	truly	is	it	making	sense?’”	(Kibinge	
interview	2014).	
The	structure	of	Docubox	is	one	formed	to	be	responsive	to	the	conditions	of	the	
local	filmmaking	hustle,	and	while	one	way	is	through	creating	a	supportive	and	
collaborative	space,	another	is	through	providing	training	to	filmmakers.	In	order	
to	understand	the	value	of	Docubox	training	it	is	first	necessary	to	examine	the	film	
training	landscape	in	Nairobi.		
Throughout	my	interviews	with	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers,	a	
common	narrative	I	encountered	was	that	the	existing	film	schools	in	Nairobi	
offered	inadequate	training,	leaving	recent	graduates	with	few	useful	skills	and	
producers	looking	to	hire	with	a	shortage	of	qualified	talent.	Despite	the	recent	
proliferation	of	film	schools	and	departments	in	Nairobi,188	in	describing	the	
																																								 																					
188	“There	has	been	a	dramatic	increase	recently	in	the	creation	of	film	schools	on	the	African	
continent”	(Dovey	2015a,	6),	so	the	proliferation	of	film	school	in	Kenya	is	part	of	a	continent	wide	
phenomenon	(cf.	also	Adesokan	2014,	247).	
	
	
	
	
218	
quality	of	film	education	at	university	level	in	Kenya	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmaker	and	KFC	member	Njoki	Muhoho	said:	
What's	the	quality	of	your	education?	Crap.	I	use	the	word	crap	to	describe	
it.	They	don't	have	the	resources.	How	can	you	teach	film	and	you	don't	
have	cameras?	How	can	you	teach	film	and	you	yourself	have	never	made	a	
film?	They	have	theatre	people.	People	from	the	National	Theatre,	from	the	
Phoenix	Theatre,	are	the	ones	that	are	heads	of	departments.	(Interview	
2015)	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Dommie	Yambo-Odotte	stated:	“if	you	can	
compare	the	quality	of	training	today	and	the	quality	of	training	when	I	trained	[in	
the	1980s	at	KIMC],	of	course	they	are	worlds	apart”	(interview	2015).189	And	this	
is	because	“the	population	has	exploded	of	people	who	are	interested	in	trying	the	
film	industry”	but	at	the	same	time	“the	infrastructure	hasn't	really	grown”	and	
people	“who	want	the	quick	bucks	will	set	up	a	film	school”	(Yambo-Odotte	
interview	2015).	Film	training	echoes	the	wider	tertiary	education	market	in	
Kenya	where,	“in	the	last	decade,	the	number	of	profit-driven	tertiary	institutions	
in	Kenya	has	risen.	Instead	of	improving	the	quality	of	workers	they	issue	
certificates	and	diplomas	that	mean	little”	(Farrell	2015,	126).	In	Yambo-Odotte’s	
class	there	were	nine	students	and	“it	was	a	seriously	hands-on	kind	of	training”	
but	now,	she	said,	perhaps	a	touch	hyperbolically,	“they	graduate	without	ever	
handling	a	camera	and	they	are	DOPs”	(interview	2015).	Much	like	other	
established	producers	running	companies,	her	knowledge	of	the	current	film	
training	environment	in	Nairobi	comes	from	hiring	recent	graduates.190		Njoki	
Muhoho	similarly	described	having	to	teach	the	students	that	come	to	her	
production	company	for	work	“from	scratch”	because	“they	know	nothing”	
(interview	2015).	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Isabel	Munyua	pointed	to	a	lack	
of	engagement	between	training	institutions	and	filmmaking	businesses	and	a	
resulting	disconnect	between	the	skills	taught	and	those	required	to	work.	She	
works	with	college	student	interns	at	her	company	Dream	Catcher	Productions,	
																																								 																					
189	In	Yambo-Odotte’s	era,	KIMC	had	a	lab	fit	to	develop	celluloid,	but	it	has	since	broken	down	and	
now	film	schools	in	Kenya	teach	on	video	(Kinyanjui	interview	2015).		
190	She	says:	“After	they	finish	school	they	are	looking	for	employment	so	they	will	come	to	
institutions	like	ours.	So	you	say	like	okay,	I	was	given	chances	myself	when	I	was	growing,	let	me	
try	and	give	a	chance	here.	But	then	you	realize,	gosh,	it	will	take	about	a	year	or	two	before	
somebody	really	gets	to	the	level	of	the	kind	of	quality	we	are	looking	at”	(Yambo-Odotte	Interview	
2015)		
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and	describes	having	to	train	them	for	the	first	six	months	of	their	work	because	
they	lack	specialised	skills	and	instead	can	do	a	little	bit	of	everything	(interview	
2015).	191			
	 Similarly,	recent	graduates	also	point	out	the	inadequacies	of	their	film	
school	training	and	how	this	makes	them	unprepared	for	the	local	job	market.	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Wangechi	Ngugi	studied	at	a	local	college	called	
Nairobi	Institute	of	Business	Studies	to	study	mass	communication.	She	said:	
“initially	I	didn't	want	to	go	into	a	college	because	the	local	colleges	here	are	all	
about	making	money”	and	there	will	be	classes	of	“50	students,	or	seventy,	and	
there’s	one	camera,	and	then	there’s	a	small	studio	[laughs]	to	go	and	experiment”	
(Ngugi	interview	2015).	While	working,	after	a	time:	
it	got	to	a	point	I	stopped	sending	out	my	CV	because	I	realised	I've	done	all	
these	modules,	right,	but	they	are	all	theoretical.	…	so	when	someone	looks	
at	your	resume	they're	thinking	oh	wow!	This	person	has	done	so	much.	
You	know,	I	need	an	editor	you	should	probably	call	her	in,	but	I	don't	know	
how	to	edit.	[Laughs]	Because	you	didn't	get	a	chance	to	be	taught	properly.			
She	describes	how	“it	was	embarrassing”	to	have	such	a	discrepancy	between	the	
education	she	could	list	on	paper	and	the	skills	she	had	actually	been	taught.	In	
response,	she	started	approaching	internships	explicitly	asking	for	training,	and	it	
was	that	on	the	job	training,	rather	than	her	formal	education	that	‘got	her	where	
she	is’	today.	Given	the	lack	of	adequate	film	schools	in	Nairobi,	aspiring	
filmmakers	must	hustle	to	develop	their	skills	in	alternative	ways.	For	instance,	
Screenwriter	Natasha	Likimani	got	her	start	in	writing	working	for	Makutano	
Junction	and	developed	through	on	the	job	training	(Likimani	interview	2015).	
Mediae	(the	producers	of	Makutano	Junction)	would	bring	in	film	professionals	
from	outside	the	country	to	train	local	filmmakers	(Kamau	interview	2015;	
Likimani	interview	2015).	Working	on	the	sets	of	television	commercials	is	also	an	
important	training	mechanism	(Kamau	interview	2015;	Muhoho	interview	2015).	
																																								 																					
191	Of	course,	not	all	training	programs	are	the	same,	and	Nairobi-based	female	filmmaker	Toni	
Kamau	described	her	education	at	the	now	defunct	Mohammed	Amin	Foundation	as	“amazing”	
because	it	was	“hands-on	training”	in	“small	classrooms”	with	“really	good	teachers”	(interview	
2015).	She	also	said,	“I'm	not	saying	it's	the	only	film	school	that	produces	good	guys,	but	there	are	
a	lot	of	really	good	people	that	came	out	of	the	Mohammed	Amin	Foundation”	(Kamau	interview	
2015).		
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And,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	Four,	One	Fine	Day	Films	also	acts	as	an	important	
masterclass	further	developing	the	skills	of	experienced	filmmakers.				
Docubox	also	actively	seeks	to	mentor	its	filmmakers	by	bringing	in	
international	talent	to	give	masterclasses	and	workshops.	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmaker	and	Docubox	grantee	Ng’endo	Mukii	stated	“the	value	of	that	
mentorship	is	immense”	because	it	involved	“having	people	with	eyes	that	have	
gone	through	so	much	refinement”	giving	“personal	critique”	on	their	films	
(interview	2015).	It	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	here	that	at	the	point	she	became	
involved	with	Docubox,	Mukii	had	trained	at	the	Rhode	Island	School	of	Design	and	
the	Royal	College	of	Art	in	London,	so	was	already	a	highly	skilled	and	trained	
filmmaker.	Mukii	described	that	what	they	learned	through	Docubox	workshops,	
“you’re	not	even	going	to	learn	in	an	art	school	or	film	school”	(at	least	not	art	
focused	ones	like	the	ones	she	attended)	(interview	2015).	At	these	schools	“you're	
not	learning	about	what	you’re	meant	to	do	when	you	go	to	a	film	festival,	how	
you're	meant	to	organise	meetings	with	people,	kind	of	hounding	producers,	you	
don't	learn	about	that	stuff.	You	don't	learn	about	the	funds,	where	you	can	get	
funds”	(Mukii	interview	2015).	But	Docubox	does	address	these	skills,	so	through	
Docubox	“you're	just	opening	your	mind	to	something	beyond	you	making	stuff”	
(Mukii	interview	2015).	Docubox	took	its	grantees	to	the	2014	Sheffield	
International	Documentary	Festival,	and	as	Mukii	says:	
I	did	not	know	what	to	do	at	a	festival	before	then.	I’ve	been	to	many	
festivals	and	networked	supposedly,	and	met	people.	But	I	think	some	of	
the	benefit	I’ve	gotten	from	doing	that	was	by	chance	…	When	we	went	to	
Sheffield	with	Docubox	we	were	armed:	with	our	films,	little	pamphlets,	
little	DVDs	to	give	to	people.	We	had	practiced	what	our	synopsis	was,	what	
our	film	was	about,	what	strands	our	films	could	possibly	fit	into.	We	had	
meetings	set	up.	(Interview	2014)	
Previously	she	would	attend	festivals	that	showed	her	film	(Yellow	Fever),	but	
would	not	be	prepared	to	pitch	her	next	project.	She	described	people	asking	to	
see	her	next	project	with	a	mind	to	developing	collaborations,	but	when	she	did	
not	have	anything	to	show	them	she	could	“see	them	turning	off”	(interview	2014).	
She	incidentally	met	a	producer	at	Sheffield	and	at	the	time	of	our	interview	was	
actively	developing	a	project	with	them	(interview	2015),	and	even	though	she	
met	him	by	chance,	and	not	as	part	of	an	arranged	meeting,	she	was	prepared	to	
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capitalise	on	the	chance	opportunity	specifically	because	of	the	preparation	she	
received	through	Docubox	(Mukii	interview	2015).	This	example	shows	how	much	
being	a	successful	filmmaker	is	not	about	being	an	artist	capable	of	creating	
beautiful	films,	but	rather	about	being	a	hustler	capable	of	producing,	promoting,	
and	distributing	them.	
As	previously	discussed,	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	must	hustle	to	
seize	every	possible	opportunity	to	work	and	make	their	films.	Funding	from	
international	film	festivals	abroad	is	one	important	opportunity,	yet	it	is	also	a	
very	competitive	environment	to	navigate.	Zippy	Kimundu	described	going	to	IDFA	
and	Sheffield	to	fund	raise,	“but	it’s	crazy	because	you	go	there	and	it’s	all	these	
people	going	for	the	same	pots	of	money!	It’s	really	hard”	(interview	2015).	
Navigating	this	competitive	market	requires	a	specific	skill	set,	and	these	are	
business	skills	not	necessarily	creative	ones.		
Docubox	develops	both	the	creative	and	business	skills	of	its	grantees,	and	
through	its	various	programs	is	working	to	change	the	landscape	of	documentary	
film	production	in	East	Africa.	Bisschoff	describes	the	East	African	documentary	
film	environment	as	developing	out	of	British	colonial	filmmaking	policies	“such	as	
through	the	didactic	and	patronizing	instructional	films	of	the	BEKE,”	and	notes	
that	“this	legacy	of	documentary	film-making	still	exists	today”	through	the	
prominence	of	NGO	documentaries	about	various	social	and	development	issues	
(2015,	73).	These	documentaries	have	a	social	purpose	and	creativity	is	often	
completely	side-lined.	Kibinge	described	Kenyan	filmmakers	as	not	knowing	how	
to	make	good	documentary	films,	and	they	“make	really	bad”	documentaries	
because	they	“make	a	lot	of	NGO	films”	and	“a	lot	of	corporate	films”	(interview	
2015).	Importantly,	however,	she	insisted	that	this	situation	“is	no	one’s	fault”	
because	good	documentaries	are	not	available	for	local	viewing	(interview	2015).	
In	a	final	important	initiative,	Docubox	hosts	monthly	screenings	of	creative	
documentaries	at	Pawa254.	Initially,	Docubox	hosted	screenings	at	Shalom	House	
(see	figure	one),	the	location	of	their	office,	which	is	a	compound	that	includes	a	
bar	and	restaurant	and	space	to	set	up	an	outdoor	screen,	but	they	relocated	
because	it	was	difficult	for	the	audience	to	reach	Shalom	House	because	of	
Nairobi’s	traffic	(Shalom	House	is	on	the	busy	thoroughfare	Ngong	Road).	
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Eventually	moving	to	Pawa254	also	recognised	the	potential	of	collaboration	in	the	
industry	because,	as	Kibinge	says,	“we're	all	in	the	same	boat.	We	are.	And	we're	all	
trying	to	grow	the	same	thing.	And	we're	all	struggling	with	the	same	issues,	so	
why	not	kind	of	get	to	know	each	other	better	and	support	each	other's	work”	
(interview	2015).	
Conclusion	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	work	in	a	precarious	labour	market	where	they	
must	be	constantly	attuned	to	the	potential	of	new	opportunities	to	develop	their	
ideas	into	films.	Their	process	has	precedents,	Sembène’s	practice	of	“‘mégotage’—
scrounging	for	cigarette	butts,	raising	bits	of	money	wherever	possible,	through	
personal	or	family	savings	or	loans,	perhaps	from	local	businesses	or	the	
government”	(Haynes	2011,	69)	–	certainly	comes	to	mind.	But	hustling	is	more	
than	‘scrounging’	in	the	absence	of	better	opportunities	and	more	cultural	support	
(for	instance	from	the	state	in	terms	of	cultural	grants);	it	is	a	creative	practice	in	
its	own	right.	The	link	between	precarity	and	innovation	is	also	demonstrated	in	
studies	on	urban	precariousness.	For	instance,	in	their	pilot	project	on	
understanding	creativity	in	South	Africa,	business	studies	scholar	Ken	Dovey	and	
writer	and	curator	Lizzie	Muller	argue		“the	challenges	of	the	‘edginess’	of	
everyday	life	in	South	African	society	generate	the	artistic	energy	with	which	
South	African	artists	are	attempting	to	make	sense	of	their	lives	in	that	context”	
(2011,	626).	In	a	similar	vein,	anthropologist	Till	Förster	argues	for	the	creativity	
of	African	cities	saying	rather	than	existing	because	of	urbanity,	“creativity	grows	
out	of	human	agency”	(2014,	36)	and	“creativity	is	about	how	the	actors	
individually	or	collectively	try	to	overcome	the	inherent	contradictions,	
antimonies,	and	paradoxes	of	urban	life	as	they	perceive	and	conceive	it”	(2014,	
37).		
	 As	I	have	shown	in	this	chapter,	hustling	is	born	out	of	precarity,	but	as	a	
practice	it	transcends	those	conditions	in	an	innovative	way	to	constantly	adapt	to	
local	and	transnational	forces	that	shape	Nairobi’s	filmmaking	environment	at	any	
given	moment.	Keeping	both	local	and	transnational	perspectives	in	focus	is	vital	
to	understanding	the	creative	hustle	of	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers.	For	
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instance,	in	comparison	to	hustling	waste	workers	in	Mathare	(Thieme	2013;	
Thieme	2015;	Thieme	2017)	or	NGO	hustlers	in	Kibera	(Farrell	2015),	the	middle	
class,	and	transnationally	connected	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	appear	
remarkably	privileged.	However,	when	contextualised	within	the	global	
filmmaking	economy	(cf.	Curtin	and	Sanson	2016a)	a	very	different	picture	
emerges.	The	vital	issue	that	comes	to	mind	here	is	that	of	sustainability	–	
particularly	in	regards	to	different	film	funding	mechanisms.	Zimbabwean	female	
filmmaker	Tsitsi	Dangarembga	describes	how	age	and	experience	have	directly	
worked	against	the	development	of	her	career,	a	paradox	informed	by	
developmental	imperatives	operating	in	Zimbabwe.		She	states:	“when	I	was	
younger,	being	a	woman	was	advantageous	in	the	profession.	There	was	certainly	
a	move	to	promote	[young]	underprivileged	African	women	in	the	medium”	
(Dangarembga,	Mistry,	and	Schuhmann	2015,	207).	When	she	was	no	longer	
considered	as	such,	because	of	the	success	of	her	novel	Nervous	Conditions	and	
studying	film	in	Germany	she	“quickly	hit	the	glass	ceiling”	(Dangarembga,	Mistry,	
and	Schuhmann	2015,	207-208).	She	states:	“I	found	that	there	were	exceedingly	
few	opportunities	for	me.		…	and	even	when	I	do	get	funding	for	these	projects,	the	
amounts	I	receive	are	fractions	of	what	other	organisations	[with]	more	
demographically	acceptable	individuals	receive”	(Dangarembga,	Mistry,	and	
Schuhmann	2015,	208).	Having	more	experience	disqualified	her	from	modes	of	
film	funding	specifically	designed	to	empower	a	particular	kind	of	filmmaker	
(young,	underprivileged,	and	female).	Similarly,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	Four,	
many	film	funds	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	used	are	explicitly	for	
emerging	talents.	Filmmakers	must	strategize	to	reduce	the	instability	caused	by	
such	unpredictable	funding,	and	this	is	where	they	hustle	to	create	opportunities	
that	will	reduce	their	instability	in	the	long	term	–	be	that	through	developing	
audiences	using	the	mechanisms	of	piracy,	training	filmmakers	to	be	business	
people	as	well	as	better	creatives	through	Docubox,	or	exploiting	the	opportunities	
newly	available	for	production	through	the	Internet.		
Stuart	Cunningham	et.	al.	suggest	that	“culture	that	is	beholden	to	
government	for	support	is	often	unable	to	sustain	itself	commercially.	This	is	one	
of	the	standard	rationales	for	subsidy.	Alternatively,	straight	subsidy	has	come	
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under	increasing	attack	as	it	often	leads	to	dependency	and	stymies	
entrepreneurial	spirit	in	the	creative	industries”	(2008,	72).	Through	hustling,	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	created	a	vibrant	screen	media	industry	
without	state	support,	and	thus	challenge	conventional	wisdom	about	how	to	
support	independent	filmmaking.	Lobato	outlines	a	trend	in	the	literature	where	
the	suggestion	is	for	“developing	nations	and	regions	to	effectively	leverage	their	
cultural	assets	and	integrate	them	into	global	economic	networks,	thus	providing	
new	sources	of	revenue,	employment	and	growth”	(2010,	338).	He	examines	
Nollywood’s	informality	as	another	way	forward	to	creating	a	profitable	and	
sustainable	film	industry	violating	all	these	norms,	and	concludes	that	“national	
film	industries	in	the	First	World	have	much	to	learn	from	this	example”	(2010,	
350).	Similarly,	there	is	much	to	learn	from	examining	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	from	the	perspective	of	their	working	conditions.	From	this	
perspective	we	can	see	labour	precarity	as	something	that	can	be	creatively	and	
financially	generative	for	those	willing	and	able	to	hustle.	 	
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Conclusion	
	
Throughout	this	thesis	I	have	considered	the	extent	to	which	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	can	be	considered	to	constitute	a	film	movement.	In	so	doing	I	have	
challenged	the	validity	of	assuming	a	commonality	between	female	filmmakers	on	
the	basis	of	their	gender,	and	instead	dug	deeper	to	interrogate,	from	various	
angles,	the	ways	they	may	or	not	be	connected.	Through	this	approach,	I	have	
shown	that	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	can	indeed	be	considered	to	
constitute	a	movement.	Their	shared	willingness	to	be	flexible	and	experiment	in	
screen	media	production,	their	common	position	as	middle	class	workers	in	the	
city	of	Nairobi,	their	rigorous	attention	to	class	issues	in	their	careers	and	films,	
their	transnational	connections	to	funders	and	exhibition	circuits	abroad,	and	their	
willingness	to	hustle	are	all	key	linkages	between	them	and	show	that	they	are	
meaningfully	connected.		Their	shared	gender	is	a	starting	point,	but	as	I	have	
shown	throughout	this	thesis,	gender	must	be	approached	intersectionally	and	in	
context.			
As	I	argued	in	my	Introduction,	gender	has	received	remarkably	little	
attention	in	the	scholarship	on	African	film	and	most	of	what	does	exist	looks	at	
gender	analysis	from	a	textual	perspective.	Rather	than	adopting	this	approach,	
throughout	this	thesis	I	have	attempted	to	demonstrate	how	a	gendered	and	
feminist	framework	can	be	applied	to	studying	the	labour	of	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers.	The	filmmakers	in	this	study	are	united	by	shared	gender,	but	a	
postcolonial	feminist	analysis	suggests	thinking	about	identity	in	a	way	that	notes	
that	racial,	class,	and	gendered	identities	are	not	separate	from	one	another	but	
rather	exist	“as	part	of	a	permeable	interwoven	relationality”	(Shohat	2006,	2).	As	
such,	throughout	this	thesis	I	have	taken	an	intersectional	approach	and	
particularly	emphasised	the	way	class	status	impacts	the	life	and	work	chances	of	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	and	how	they	hustle	to	succeed	in	an	extremely	
precarious	situation.	
	 I	began	by	examining	a	wide	selection	of	films	by	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	including	their	stylistically	internationalised	films	that	are	usually	the	
subject	of	close	textual	analysis	–	such	as	Something	Necessary,	Pumzi,	The	Battle	of	
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the	Sacred	Tree,	and	Saikati	–	and	those	films	that	do	not	reach	a	global	standard	
and	are	correspondingly	usually	neglected	by	scholars.	Through	this	non-
hierarchical	approach	to	their	films,	I	was	able	to	show	that	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	are	both	filmmakers	and	entrepreneurs	willing	and	able	to	make	
stylistically	internationalised	films	and	locally	oriented	films	geared	towards	
testing	new	markets	in	Kenya.	Furthermore,	this	analysis	uncovered	the	fact	that	
rather	than	being	linked	by	a	thematic	emphasis	on	gender	or	telling	‘women’s	
stories’	the	films	of	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	are	in	fact	most	dominantly	
linked	by	a	shared	preoccupation	with	interrogating	class	issues.		
	 Examining	the	full	oeuvres	of	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	is	essential	
to	combatting	the	stubbornly	persistent	marginalisation	of	female	filmmakers	in	
African	film	studies	scholarship.	Diawara,	for	instance,	apologises	in	his	book	for	
ignoring	African	female	filmmakers	noting	that	every	reason	he	could	come	up	
with	for	this	lack	of	attention	“now	…	seemed	too	easy	and	sounded	like	excuses”	
(2010,	161).	To	give	another	example,	Murphy	and	Williams	state	that	“the	most	
regrettable	omission”	of	their	book	is	that	they	only	include	one	female	filmmaker	
(2007,	5).	I	have	shown	that	narrowly	focusing	on	auteur	filmmaking	leads	to	
these	problems,	and	as	such	it	is	no	longer	justifiable	to	apologise	for	ignoring	
female	filmmakers,	instead	a	new	methodology	is	necessary	to	write	the	complete	
history	of	filmmaking	by	Africans	–	both	female	and	male.		
	A	central	argument	of	this	thesis	is	that	in	order	to	understand	the	extent	
to	which	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	can	be	considered	to	constitute	a	film	
movement	they	must	be	approached	from	both	local	and	transnational	
perspectives.		My	grounded	approach	of	long-term	fieldwork	in	Nairobi	was	
central	to	uncovering	the	actual	extent	of	this	movement.	When	I	began	this	
research	project	my	purpose	was	to	examine	the	trend	of	successful	Kenyan	female	
filmmakers,	and	I	saw	them	as	successful	because	of	their	participation	in	the	
international	film	festival	circuit.	I	intended	to	focus	my	research	on	the	directors	
Judy	Kibinge,	Wanuri	Kahiu,	Ng’endo	Mukii,	and	Hawa	Essuman.	However,	once	I	
began	examining	these	filmmakers	in	context	I	was	able	to	uncover	the	true	scope	
of	the	movement	that	they	are	part	of.	These	filmmakers	exist	alongside	women	
like	Appie	Matere	and	Dorothy	Ghettuba	who	undertake	bold	experiments	in	
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producing	film	and	television	that	are	reshaping	the	local	production	landscape	on	
their	own	terms,	and	other	up	and	coming	filmmakers	such	Wangechi	Ngugi,	
Philippa	Ndisi-Hermann,	Jackie	Lebo,	and	Zippy	Kimundu	that	all	work	across	a	
wide	range	of	formats	and	entrepreneurially	experiment	in	order	to	realise	their	
creative	visions.	Each	of	these	filmmakers,	and	the	others	analysed	across	this	
thesis,	is	deserving	of	further	scholarly	attention.			
A	key	intervention	in	my	research	is	to	examine	both	directors	and	
producers.	Once	I	began	to	do	so	–	and	correspondingly	distanced	myself	from	a	
conception	of	filmmakers	as	‘auteurs’	–	I	could	see	that	far	from	a	movement	of	
auteur	directors	with	success	on	the	international	film	festival	circuit,	Nairobi-
based	female	filmmakers	are	a	movement	of	entrepreneurial	hustlers	capable	of	
experimenting	in	multiple	screen	media	forms.	Their	working	location	of	Nairobi	is	
essential	to	constituting	them	as	a	film	movement.	A	key	benefit	of	the	city	is	its	
environment	of	media	convergence	that	allows	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	
to	fluidly	shift	between	producing	a	very	wide	variety	of	content.	Nairobi-based	
female	filmmakers	may	move	between	producing	high	quality	television	for	cross	
continental	broadcasters,	producing	lauded	‘festival’	films,	working	in	extremely	
low	budget	modes,	and	self-financing	their	creative	projects	and	sustaining	their	
careers	through	commissioned	fiction	and	documentary	work,	alongside	many	
other	strategies.	Through	an	intersectional	approach	that	examines	gender	in	
context,	I	have	shown	that	the	middle	class	position	of	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	is	essential	to	allowing	them	to	profit	from	Nairobi’s	environment	of	
media	convergence.	Throughout	this	thesis	I	have	argued	that	rather	than	focusing	
on	only	directors	–	or	only	the	directorial	works	of	filmmakers	who	also	work	in	
other	ways	–	it	is	necessary	to	consider	filmmakers	much	more	holistically	and	
include	the	full	scope	of	their	work.	For	instance,	Judy	Kibinge	has	directed	several	
films,	but	she	also	runs	a	small	production	company,	writes,	and	runs	a	
documentary	film	fund,	has	worked	in	television,	and	made	corporate	and	creative	
documentaries.	Knowing	this,	it	becomes	increasingly	untenable	to	segregate	her	
directorial	projects	from	the	rest	of	her	work.	My	research	has	shown	the	necessity	
of	considering	all	aspects	of	her	career	to	understanding	how	any	of	this	screen	
media	is	made	and	circulated.		
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		 A	key	feature	linking	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	is	their	shared	
transnational	connections.	Through	an	approach	that	foregrounds	the	agency	of	
filmmakers	in	negotiating	encounters	with	‘foreign’	funds	and	distribution	circuits	
I	have	shown	that	cross-border	filmmaking	relationships	are	not	inherently	
suspicious,	Tarzanist	(Diawara	2010),	or	Neo-Oriental	(Halle	2010).	Rather,	the	
Euro-American	projects	financing	films	by	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	–	such	
as	Focus	Features	Africa	First	and	One	Fine	Day	Films	–	do	not	have	singular	
agendas,	and	those	multiple	agendas	are	further	complicated	when	the	agency	of	
every	filmmaker	is	taken	into	account.	Furthermore,	I	have	contested	the	common	
assumption	that	once	a	film	is	popular	on	a	particular	international	circuit	(namely	
the	film	festival	circuit)	it	loses	‘local’	resonance	with	audiences	in	the	filmmaker’s	
home	country.	I	have	shown,	through	examples	like	Soul	Boy,	that	the	fact	that	a	
film	is	successful	in	a	film	festival	abroad	does	not	mean	that	it	will	not	be	
meaningful	or	popular	locally;	both	contexts	must	be	studied	before	any	such	
conclusions	can	be	drawn.	To	that	effect,	I	have	examined	the	circulation	of	screen	
media	productions	by	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	transnationally	as	well	as	
within	Nairobi.	I	have	demonstrated	that	far	from	being	‘festival’	films	pandering	
to	foreign	audiences,	there	are	local	audiences	for	the	films	by	Nairobi-based	
female	filmmakers,	and	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	are	hustling	to	develop	
those	audiences	into	markets.			
		 Importantly,	a	key	aspect	of	my	research	was	to	examine	films	that	have	
had	a	wide	circulation,	such	as	Pumzi	or	Saikati,	as	well	as	those	that	have	never	
been	aired,	such	as	Headlines	in	History	or	Pumzika.	I	have	specifically	examined	
the	capitalist	machinery	that	decides	what	products	become	visible	and	those	
which	remain	marginalised	through	the	concept	of	market	censorship.	I	have	
shown	that	both	state	and	market	censors	create	limits	on	the	kinds	of	screen	
media	products	Nairobi-based	spectators	can	encounter,	but	also	emphasised	that	
local	curators,	filmmakers,	and	exhibition	spaces	are	working	to	build	new	
audiences	for	locally	made	productions.	As	with	transnational	funding	bodies,	here	
it	is	again	essential	to	examine	the	agency	of	each	filmmaker	in	negotiating	with	
powerful	gatekeepers	such	as	broadcasters	and	state	censors.	Nairobi-based	
female	filmmakers	are	united	because	their	work	circulates	within	the	same	
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distribution	and	exhibition	channels	in	Nairobi,	and	that	they	share	a	similar	desire	
to	change	this	landscape	so	that	it	is	more	open	to	the	kinds	of	content	they	want	
to	create	–	for	instance,	through	producing	creative	documentaries	at	Docubox,	or	
exploring	the	possibilities	of	digital	and	online	distribution	to	make	the	kinds	of	
television	programs	that	broadcasters	are	not	currently	interested	in	purchasing.	
	 Through	an	approach	that	pays	careful	attention	to	filmmaking	work	
(labour)	I	have	shown	that	more	than	being	auteurs	wedded	to	a	conception	of	
filmmaking	as	high	art,	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	are	entrepreneurial	
hustlers	capable	of	enormous	creative	experimentation.	I	have	shown	that	
understanding	the	hustle	of	these	filmmakers	–	and	the	fact	that	they	self-
designate	themselves	as	hustlers	–	requires	keeping	both	local	and	transnational	
perspectives	in	tension.		In	relation	to	Nairobi’s	working	classes	the	middle	class	
and	transnationally	connected	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	look	remarkably	
privileged,	yet,	once	situated	within	the	global	filmmaking	economy	a	very	
different	picture	emerges.	I	have	shown	that	their	practice	of	hustling	is	born	out	
of	precarity,	but	also	that	it	is	a	creative	practice	in	its	own	right.	Through	hustling	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	created	a	vibrant	screen	media	industry	
without	state	support,	and	worked	to	overcome	many	of	what	they	see	as	the	most	
pressing	challenges	facing	their	industry,	such	as	piracy	or	a	lack	of	viable	markets	
for	their	films.	Not	all	of	their	projects	are	successful	–	for	instance	Wanjiru	
Kinyanjui’s	experiments	in	Riverwood	did	not	lead	to	a	radical	new	production	
model	for	locally	made	films	–	but	the	point	is	that	Nairobi-based	female	
filmmakers	are	willing	to	undertake	these	experiments	and	that	their	flexibility	
and	entrepreneurship	is	a	defining	feature	of	their	career	biographies.		
	 Throughout	this	thesis	I	have	hoped	to	demonstrate	that	understanding	
how	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	work	requires	an	intersectional	feminist	
framework	of	analysis.	For	instance,	the	first	fiction	film	directed	by	a	Kenyan	
woman,	Saikati,	was	highly	influenced	by	director	Anne	Mungai’s	gender	and	her	
desire	to	tell	a	story	that	narrated	some	of	her	own	experiences;	yet,	
understanding	how	the	film	was	produced	and	how	the	content	took	shape	also	
requires	situating	the	film	in	the	context	of	the	development	goals	of	the	Kenyan	
state	and	Mungai’s	own	perspective	that	film	could	be	a	valuable	tool	for	nation	
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building.	In	the	contemporary	period,	class	status	and	gender	are	deeply	
imbricated	in	the	hustle	of	filmmaking	in	Nairobi.	Working	for	NGOs	and	the	
development	industry	more	broadly	is	‘the	bread	and	butter’	of	many	Nairobi-
based	female	filmmakers,	but	accessing	these	clients	is	dictated	in	large	part	by	the	
class	status	of	a	given	filmmaker.	All	filmmakers	in	Nairobi	work	in	precarious	
conditions,	but	those	of	a	middle	class	rather	than	working	class	status,	such	as	
Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers,	are	able	to	access	these	‘bread	and	butter’	
networks	and	jobs	and	corresponding	continue	to	work	as	filmmakers	even	as	they	
struggle	to	finance	their	creative	projects.	An	intersectional	approach	accounting	
for	gender,	but	more	importantly	one	that	recognises	that	other	identities	might	
supersede	the	importance	of	gender	as	an	explanatory	variable	in	some	instances,	
allows	for	a	full	understanding	of	the	dynamic	of	creative	hustling	in	Nairobi	and	
how	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	have	been	able	to	hustle	to	success.	
This	thesis	is	a	necessarily	a	modest	contribution	and	much	work	remains	
to	be	done	in	the	fields	of	women’s	cinema	studies,	African	screen	media	studies,	
transnational	film	studies,	and	creative	and	cultural	industries.	I	hope	through	this	
thesis	to	have	demonstrated	the	value	of	a	contextual	approach	to	gender	and	film	
scholarship.	I	hope	to	have	shown	that	automatically	linking	female	filmmakers	
together	for	analysis	because	of	their	gender	is	problematic,	and	instead	
demonstrated	the	utility	of	an	approach	that	studies	female	filmmakers	in	context.	
One	tendency	in	the	literature	(cf.	White	2015)	is	to	select	female	filmmakers	from	
across	the	world	and	group	them	together	for	analysis	in	the	assumption	that	they	
are	most	meaningfully	connected	to	each	other	–	as	opposed	to,	for	instance,	men	
from	their	local	working	contexts	–	because	of	their	gender.	Further	research	is	
needed	on	African	and	other	female	filmmakers	that	adopts	a	field-based	approach	
to	studying	their	patterns	of	work,	and	I	suggest	that	in	addition	to	focusing	on	
their	films	it	is	necessary	to	focus	on	their	labour.	Furthermore,	through	grounding	
itself	in	cultural	and	creative	industries,	transnational	film	studies,	and	African	
screen	media	studies,	my	thesis	aimed	to	speak	back	to	world	cinema	scholarship,	
and	I	hope	to	have	shown	the	use	of	a	city-based	approach	in	world	cinema	
scholarship,	and	particularly	the	kind	that	seeks	to	understand	transnational	
connections	in	film	production	and	circulation.	Through	studying	how	female	
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filmmakers	work	in	the	city	of	Nairobi	I	have	been	able	to	show	the	necessity	of	
defining	filmmakers	not	has	the	creators	of	‘films’	but	rather	much	more	
holistically	as	the	creators	of	‘screen	media.’	There	is	much	to	be	learned	through	
examining	filmmakers	within	their	local	screen	media	production	ecosystems.	A	
grounded	approach	using	long	term	fieldwork	in	the	locations	where	the	
filmmakers	work	is	necessary	for	yielding	these	insights.				
	 Through	long-term	study	of	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	in	their	
working	contexts,	this	thesis	has	demonstrated	the	true	extent	of	this	hitherto	
marginalised	filmmaking	movement.	Nairobi-based	female	filmmakers	are	truly	
inspiring	and	are	a	revolutionary	movement	within	the	field	of	African	filmmaking	
for	building	a	vibrant	industry,	despite	their	precarity,	through	their	willingness	to	
hustle.	I	humbly	hope	that	this	thesis	offers	a	foundation	for	a	further	examination	
of	their	work	and	encourages	further	contextual	and	field-work	grounded	
scholarship	on	female	filmmakers.		
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Appendix	1:	Sample	Interview	Questions	
	
1. Can	you	tell	me	a	bit	about	the	work	you	are	doing	now?	
2. Is	Nairobi	a	good	place	to	be	a	filmmaker?	
3. I	often	hear	creatives	say	that	filmmaking	isn’t	considered	a	“real	job”	in	Kenya.	
Why?	
4. Do	you	think	there	is	a	supportive	community	of	filmmakers	and	film	professionals	
in	Kenya?	
5. Do	you	think	the	film	industry	has	taken	off	in	the	last	15	years?	Why	or	why	not?	
6. Can	you	tell	me	about	your	process	of	getting	an	idea	from	thought	to	screen?	
7. How	do	you	find	funding	for	your	projects?	
8. What	do	you	think	about	the	role	of	international/foreign	institutions	and	funds	in	
the	Kenyan	industry?	How	about	the	role	of	transnational	film	projects?	
9. What	do	you	think	about	quotas	for	local	content	on	TV?	
10. Who	is	your	intended	audience,	and	how	does	this	correspond	to	your	actual	
audience?	
11. How	does	piracy	impact	you	and	the	industry?	
12. Is	filmmaking	a	hustle	in	Kenya?	
13. What	role	does	the	government	have	to	play	in	supporting	the	industry?	Is	the	KFC	
helping	the	industry?	Why	or	why	not?	
14. It	seems	that	nature	of	the	industry	here	is	to	have	multiple	projects	on	the	go	at	
once.	Is	this	true	for	you?	Why	do	you	think	this	is?	
15. Where	did	you	do	your	film	training?	What	do	you	think	about	the	state	of	film	
training	in	Kenya?	
16. Where	has	your	work	been	shown	and	how	do	you	feel	about	these	respective	
outlets?	(E.g.	film	festivals,	online	platforms,	TV	stations,	theatres)	
17. Has	leaving	and	coming	back	impacted	your	artistic	process?	
18. How	supportive	are	broadcasters	for	creative	content?	
	
